From economic symbol to livable urban future: repairing urban form of Lujiazui CBD in Shanghai by Kai, Xu et al.
ISUF 2020: CITIES IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY  
 
1) From Economic Symbol to Livable Urban Future: Repairing Urban Form of 
Lujiazui CBD in Shanghai 
 
XU Kai, associate professor of Architecture, Tongji University, China 
CAI Yongjie (*), professor of Architecture, Tongji University, China 
ZHANG Qin, doctor candidate of Architecture, Tongji University, China 
ABSTRACT 
As a celebrated symbol of the economic growth of Shanghai, Lujiazui CBD boasts a highly 
congested cluster of super towers, as well as the astonishing speed to realize all towers in a short 
period of 20 years. However, its urban form, characterized by low building coverage, loosely laid 
road net, large plots, and monotonous functions, leads to an indifferent environment that is 
particularly unfriendly to pedestrians. This paper introduces an urban design studio, conducted by 
students and professors from Tongji University, which take repairing of Lujiazui’s urban form as its 
mission. The result of this studio shows that repairing is still feasible when development intensity is 
added, which may result in more structuralized urban form characterized by 1) much higher 
building coverage (density); 2) clear and various urban block forms; 3) denser street net with 
street-walls in human scale; 4) cooperative multiple stakeholders in blocks; 5) multiple functions 
mixed in the plot. 
BACKGROUND 
China's economic rise has been a miracle. Together with 
the star-studded manufacturing factories outside each 
Chinese city，those CBDs erected in cores of selected 
cities are spatial carrier of such economic rise. Lujiazui of 
Shanghai is an area built for such purpose. As China's first 
urban area planned as CBD, after 20 years of rapid 
development, Lujiazui has become an urban area filled 
with numerous high-rise buildings. If you consider the 
speed of urban construction and the iconic image it has 
provided, Lujiazui can indeed be regarded as an amazing 
urban work. In the other hand, it also successfully acts as 
a place for highly congested companies and working 
forces. (Figure 1) 
The simple and reproducible development method, as well 
as the cooperation between the state and private investors 
in urban development, are the two major engines that 
enable urban areas to be developed at a high speed. This 
is the most important reason why the method developed 
through Lujiazui has been widely adopted in other cities 
throughout China. To some extent, the success of the 
Figure 1. Aerial View of Lujiazui, X K Peng, 2019 
Fig 2 Low quality public space in Lujiazui. Left: 
Ground level are mainly occupied by cars, while 
people has to stay on elevated terrace. Right: The 
Century Avenue is actually an arterial traffic road 
which cuts through the center 
XU Kai, 2020 
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Shanghai economy contributed to the success of Lujiazui, not the other way around. 
However, critical views have appeared in the media and academic field from time to time in terms 
of its monotonous function, isolated space, and bad user's feelings, mainly focusing on its traffic 
congestion, poor walking experience, and low vitality at night ( Gong, .D. Y., 2015,2019, Cai, Y. 
J. 2019) (Figure 2). Among many topics, urban form is a key theme to be discussed, and it seems 
that the inappropriate urban form of Lujiazui is responsible for many interrelated problems 
mentioned before.  
This paper proposes a perspective that the urban form of Lujiazui should be carefully evaluated 
and significantly repaired. Only after such repairing, can Lujiazui’s physical setting be suitable for 
a more sophisticated urban vision, being a home not only for congested financial industries, but 
also for newly rising innovative industries, commercial activities, cultural activities and living. This 
paper will introduces an urban design studio conducted by students and professors from Tongji 
University in 2018, which takes repairing of Lujiazui’s urban form as it mission. The virtual 
architectural drawings drafted by students do not point to actual construction but rather show our 
views and a possible version of the city’s future.   
THE EVOLVING CONCEPT OF “CBD” AND DIFFERENT MORPHOLOGICAL 
TYPOLOGIES 
Planning new urban areas for the gathering of certain functions is relatively new in human history 
and has namely taken place after Modernism. The well-known CBDs such as Wall Street and Times 
Square in Manhattan, New York, and the Chicago Loop, were not specially planned for the 
gathering of the financial industry. They grew into CBDs because of financial industries naturally 
gathered in certain urban center areas. Characteristics of such urban forms are identified as an 
ultra-high building coverage (density), ultra-high development intensity (FAR), and a dense public 
space network with streets as the main carrier. From a functional point of view, office and retail 
functions serve as a majority while other functions, such as hotels and housing, coexist. All of this is 
operated with the support of highly developed infrastructures, such as interconnected underground 
spaces and public transportation.  
Since the 1960s, there has been a wave of new CBD 
development. Typical examples are La Défense in Paris 
and Canary Wharf in London, developed in the 1970s 
and the 1980s respectively. Compared with the first-
generation CBD, the building coverage (density) of these 
CBDs is much lower, and the development intensity is far 
less than that of the first-generation CBD. The main form 
of public space is squares and parks, while the layout of 
streets net is not common. The monotonous function, 
mainly occupied by offices, is the main problem 
criticized by media and scholars (Edwards, B. C. 2013, 
Butler, T. 2007). In terms of infrastructure, both cases have 
a large amount of investment in their early development 
stage, combined with underground garages, 
underground fast lanes, subways, as well as integrated 
drainage & supply systems (Van Acker, M. 2009).These 
technologies and considerations have indeed played a 
Figure 3. Urban Fabrics of the 4 conceptual schemes 
in late 1990s， redrawn by author based on original 
master plans 
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role. In addition, these new urban areas look very different from the first generation CBD: they are 
more open, more convenient, and more ecological. 
In the early stage of Lujiazui's planning, there were intense discussions on the urban form (SUN, S. 
W). At that time, many well-known architects from around the world put forward proposals (Figure 
3). In the implementation plan, from the perspective of urban form and function configuration, 
Lujiazui can be regarded as a low-level version of the second-generation CBD. It is built with even 
and low building coverage and lower FAR, although the height of the building is higher, for a more 
extinguished visual image. With an extraordinarily strong image as a future metropolitan city, 
Lujiazui has only 1/4 building occupation (density) and 1/3 FAR compared to Manhattan (using 
data of Times Square as a reference). Lujiazui shares characteristics of the second-generation CBD 
in its wide open space and single function (Figure 4). However, due to insufficient investment in the 
initial stage of development, little consideration was given to urban infrastructure and underground 
space. For example, there was only one subway line with single station, and underground garages 
in plots are isolated to each other. As a result, a large number of motor vehicles were using the 
roads, further lowering the walkability at ground level.  
Although it seems the construction of Lujiazui has been completed, from the perspective of urban 
development, it must continue for a long time and contain function and people. Only in this way 
can it retain its charm as an urban area for a long time and continue to play its role as part of the 
city center. Therefore, repairing and enhancing its urban form is necessary. The 2 following aspects 
are considered: 
1) From the perspective of the evolvement of the global CBD, the first-generation CBD has 
undergone continuous urban renewal processes and is still radiating great vitality, 
becoming the preferred location for various urban economies. These cases not only 
serve as CBD but also assume the identity of a city’s commercial districts, incorporated 
with characteristic residential function and various public services. Alternatively, the 
second-generation CBD has some problems, which have been criticized by the 
academic community and the public in terms of low vitality and attraction. Determining 
the cause of differences between the two generations demands retrospections and 
careful research. As an incomplete form of second-generation CBD, Lujiazui must be 
reexamined. 
2) From the perspective of economic development, the future CBD should be more than a 
home for financial industries, but also for newly rising innovative industries, 
commercial activities, cultural activities and living. In one word, it shall be more 
“urban”. The form characterized by “cluster of single towers”is difficult to such vision. 
The CBD in most Chinese cities is remarkably close to the city center. They should all 
become the central area of the city to accommodate more diverse functions and 
activities.  
REPAIRING LUJIAZUI’S URBAN FORM: AN URBAN DESIGN EXPERIMENT 
From 2017 to 2019, we hosted three graduation design studios in the Department of Architecture, 
Tongji University, Shanghai, in which the repairing of Lujiazui’s urban form, under the above 
background and vision, is taken as the subject. We intentionally avoid some practical and technical 
discussions and guide students to discover problems and make bold assumptions in a relatively 
ideal environment (Figure 5). The subject first presets the following conditions: 
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2) Development intensity: The FAR of Lujiazui is to be increased from the current 3.5 as 
much as possible (as reference, the FAR of New York Times Square is 11.7, Chicago 
Loop 11.2 and and Canary Wharf 6.3). The specific method for achieving the purpose 
is to find potentials to redevelop existing plots, while not dismantling existing buildings 
(especially office towers). 
3) Urban functions: At present, office functions are dominant. However, in the future, 
office, residential, retail, commercial, and service facilities will each occupy a certain 
share. 
Infrastructure: It is preset that there will be more 
powerful infrastructure support in the future, such as 
multiple subway lines with more stations, 
interconnected underground spaces, etc. We also 
propose to move some main roads of transit motor 
vehicles that have had a great impact on the area 
underground, to further reduce the number of 
vehicles on the ground. What is a "good city form" is 
the first question we ask. Students are asked to read 
classical literatures about urban form, including those 
by Camilo Sitte, Kevin Lynch, Christopher Alexander 
Rob, Krier and Leon Krier, as well as research 
central areas of many cases in the world, including 
the first- and second-generation CBDs, and make 
comparative analysis from multiple aspects. The 
macro analysis content includes intensity (FAR), 
density (building’s land occupation), distribution of 
buildings, the height of buildings, organization of 
transport and public space, etc. In middle- to micro-
scale, students are asked to analyze the form of the 
street and the form of the block, examining 
footprints, land use patterns, and building volume. 
Based on a certain understanding of the basic 
constitutional principles of urban form, we discussed 
the current situation of Lujiazui and possible form 
repair methods, and propose the following three 
strategies:  
n Significantly increase the building density in the 
whole area 
The overall building footprint coverage (density) in 
most reference cases is higher than 50%, and the 
density inside the blocks is even higher. The overall 
density in Lujiazui is only 18%, and the density of 
general building blocks is generally 40%-50%. Most 
of the land is completely vacant or only loosely built. 
We believe that although low density makes a city 
area look more open or ecological, it is blurring 
 
Figure 4. Comparison of urban fabrics among cases, 
Resources: author 
 
Figure 5. Repaired Lujiazui, model photo credit from 
the author  
 
Figure 6. Urban Fabrics before and after the repair, 
Resources: author 
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urban space and making gathering vitality difficult. 
By increasing the construction and expanding the 
footprint of the buildings, the urban form of Lujiazui 
is optimized. From the final results, the overall 
density of the urban area has increased to about 
31.3%, which has achieved a great change in the 
urban fabric (Figure 6).There are two specific 
methods. One is to continue to increase the density 
in the building plots. By filling the blanks with the 
building volume, the existing building functions and 
spaces are expanded, and the overall shape of the 
street block is shaped. Another method is to fill the 
unnecessary central green space. According to our 
case research, there is very little possibility for large-
scaled open green space to sit right in the core area 
of the CBD. It may look good but at the sacrifice of 
economic value and urban vitality. We filled this 
space and transformed it into a high-density 
commercial and culture area composed of numerous 
buildings with small volumes. 
By increasing the density to achieve optimized urban 
form, the FAR of Lujiazui can be greatly increased 
from 3.5 to 4.6, meaning that a lot of new 
development space can be added to make the 
further development of the city economically 
feasible.  
n Establish public space system composed 
mainly of street network 
The dense and rich public space network is a 
common feature of good urban centers because it is 
the public space that undertakes various economic 
and social interactions, making the multi-functional 
common development possible. Lujiazui is very 
lacking in public space. Most of the external space 
of the building is now occupied by motorways, 
private spaces, and useless green spaces. Based on 
building density increase, a public space network 
formed by dense streets and urban nodes is formed. 
In addition to the consideration of the planar shape 
of the network, important considerations also include 
enhancing the shape of these spaces and the 
planning of supportive functions (Figure 7 and 
Figure 8). 
n Establish block structure as “cell” of urban 
space 
 
Figure 7. Planned public space system, Resources: 
author 
 
Figure 8. Reshape the space of streets, Resources: 
author  
 
Figure 9. Combination of new and old volumes, 
Resources: author 
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A Block is the basic unit of urban spatial structure. 
The current structure of Lujiazui’s block type is 
strongly influenced by classic modernism, that is, 
buildings set back from roads and are isolated from 
the urban environment. In such situations, Lujiazui is 
a collection of luxurious buildings, without the 
integrity of being an urban area. This is almost a 
common problem in modernist cities. Whether it is 
from the case of our research, or from the advice of 
researchers, a perimeter block type, which provides 
much better spatial support to street, is suggested. 
We plan medium-sized volumes along the periphery 
of the block, and then connect it with the current 
tower building to form the layout of the block. These 
newly constructed buildings can meet the space 
requirements of newly added residential, 
commercial, and innovative offices, and provide 
architectural interfaces and functional support for 
the city's public spaces. They are the material basis 
for forming good street and public space nodes 
(Figure 9, Figure 10) 
As a result, our urban design adds 1.5 million square meters floor areas to the existing built 
objects, creating a much more structuralized urban fabric characterized by 1) much higher building 
coverage; 2) clear and various urban block forms; 3) denser street net with street-walls in human 
scale; 4) cooperative multiple stakeholders in blocks; 5) multiple functions mixed in the plot. 
OUTLOOKS 
We always believe that good urban forms have things in common, which is fully proved in our case 
analysis. That is, they must provide space suitable for walking and standing, smaller-scale streets, 
beautiful buildings that intimate to people, as well as various functions coexist in the urban area. 
Repairing the urban form of Lujiazui is a virtual teaching subject, but it is facing a practical 
problem. That is, problems regarding low vitality, unfriendly urban environment, low adaptability 
to various industries, and low flexibility for the future, arise from time to time, particularly in urban 
areas that are newly completed in construction. Such problems include both the general problems 
of modern cities, as well as some problems with Chinese characteristics.  
In urban areas where construction has been completed, the realization of a "good urban form" is 
not only a question of what to achieve but also a question of "how to achieve". In the new urban 
form, there is both already built content and newly added content, which together will form a 
complete spatial structure and a better picture in the future. 
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